[image: IE Logo sans tagline]                    [image: ]



ABOUT THE INTEGRATEDETHICS™ STAFF SURVEY

This document provides background information for the IntegratedEthics™ Staff Survey (IESS).  The document discusses what ethics quality is, why it matters, and the role of the IESS in assessing health care ethics quality in VHA.  It also contains technical information about the Survey, including methodology, how the IESS was developed, how the results are disseminated, and how the data obtained may be used.  For additional information, please contact Basil Rowland, MSW, LCSW, at 757-809-1129 or via Outlook at basil.rowland@va.gov. 

What is ethics quality?  
Ethics quality refers to practices throughout the organization that are consistent with widely-accepted ethics standards, norms, or expectations for a health care organization and its staff. Throughout our health care system, VA patients and staff face difficult and potentially life-altering decisions every day—whether in clinics, cubicles, or council meetings. In the day-to-day business of health care, uncertainty or conflicts about values—that is, ethical concerns—inevitably arise.  Ethics quality encompasses individual and organizational practices at the level of decisions and actions, systems and processes, and environment and culture

Ethics quality matters!
Ethics quality is an important component of patient safety, staff and patient satisfaction, health care outcomes, employee productivity and well-being, and organizational health. Ethics quality is an essential part of health care quality and needs to have equal priority with other aspects of quality.  A health care delivery system that does not demonstrate basic values such as honesty, consistency, fairness, transparency, competency, and respect would not be viewed by patients, families, health care professionals and the public as a high quality organization.  Ethics quality spans all business lines in a health care organization; from patient care, to business compliance, to research, to management.  Ethics quality can be observed throughout a health care facility in our individual day-to-day actions; the systems, policies, and structures we employ; and the behavior leaders display to build a strong ethics environment and culture.  VHA leaders have agreed that ethics quality is an essential aspect of health care, instituting IntegratedEthics™ (IE) nationwide in 2007.  IE provides a systematic approach to improving ethics quality in VHA facilities.    

Assessing ethics quality at VHA 
The IESS was developed to assess the quality of ethics in health care in VHA, and to serve as a catalyst for the improvement of ethical practices within and across facilities.  It is designed to measure staff perceptions of both general ethical practices relevant to VHA’s ethical environment and culture and specific ethical practices that are unique to each of VHA lines of business including patient care, research, business integrity, and management. The survey measures staff perceptions of what they have observed think about and experience related to ethics.  Data from the survey provide information on staff perceptions about facility practices across all domains of health care ethics, as follows:
· How well the facility promotes collaborative decision making between clinicians and patients
· How well the facility addresses ethical aspects of caring for patients near the end of life
· How well the facility protects patient privacy and confidentiality
· How well the facility fosters behavior appropriate for health care professionals
· How well the facility demonstrates fairness in allocating resources across programs, services, and patients
· How well the facility promotes high ethical standards in its business and management practices
· How well the facility fosters behavior appropriate for government employees
· How well the facility supports ethical behavior in the everyday workplace
· How well the facility ensures that its employees follow ethical standards that apply to research practices
· How well the facility organizes and manages its formal mechanisms for addressing ethics in health care
IESS methodology
The IESS is a Web-based survey administered every other year through the Voice of VA to all VHA employees.  The survey is anonymous and confidential.  Data are not reported for any group less than 10 respondents.  The 2012 IESS instrument asks 44 questions related to ethical practices and culture.  All employees are offered 27 questions.  Clinicians are also offered 9 questions related to clinical ethics.  Clinicians that provide end-of-life care are also offered 4 questions related to ethical aspects of caring for patients near the end of life.  Researchers are asked 4 questions related to research ethics practices.
 
Development of IESS
The IESS is a strong instrument for measuring ethics quality in VHA.  Over a multi-year, iterative process, the IESS was developed using well accepted survey design methodology and testing techniques.  The development process included feedback and advice from an advisory task panel, systematic reviews of ethics in health care literature, focus groups, cognitive interviews, evaluation of psychometric properties, and pilot testing. Additional validation data showed that individual facilities have differences in their ethics cultures that are discernable through IESS.  In 2008, the IESS was first administered to all VHA staff.  To reduce respondent burden, the number of survey questions was reduced by 35% for the 2010 administration. The number of survey questions was further reduced by 30% for the 2012 IESS administration in July 2012. 


Dissemination of IESS results
After the 2008 and 2010 IESS administrations, reports of results were disseminated to facilities, VHACO and VACO offices, and VISNs.  Drill down information was made available through the ProClarity IESS cube.  The 2012 IESS reports will be considerably enhanced and streamlined to improve the ability of facilities to easily compare themselves with other similar complexity facilities and facilities within their VISNs and to identify strengths and opportunities for improvement.  

Value of IESS
The following bullets provide several examples of how IESS data have been used:
· IESS data are used on an annual basis by IntegratedEthics facility teams to inform Preventive Ethics (PE) quality improvement cycles. More than a third of these QI cycles are based on findings from the IESS. Over the past four years, data from the IESS has been used to catalyze more than 300 improvement projects at facilities across VHA.  Issues as varied as shared decision making with patients, privacy and confidentiality, respect for dying patients, fair treatment of nursing staff, promoting discussion of ethical concerns, transparency in resource allocation decisions, and fair treatment of patients in billing practices have been addressed and resolved.  
· The Office of Compliance and Business Integrity uses key elements of the IESS survey as a gauge of effectiveness of business compliance and integrity efforts at the facility, VISN and national levels.
· Eight questions from the IESS were recommended as a means to meet the VISN and facility director’s fiscal year 2011 performance measure, Promoting Organizational Health.  This organizational health measure is also repeated in 2012.  The measure can be met by addressing data findings in any of the available Voice of VA surveys, including the All Employee Survey.  In the 2011 fiscal year, 100 of 140 IntegratedEthics facilities used the IESS data as the basis for their organizational health improvement activity.       
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